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(57) ABSTRACT

Method and plant for powder coating the surfaces of objects
with polymeric powder having a melting and softening
temperature near 100° C., said polymeric powder includes a
polymer curable under the influence of electromagnetic
radiation, the method mcluding a first step in which the
objects to be coated are prepared to retain powder charged
with static electricity; a second step 1n which the objects are
sprayed with powder charged with static electricity; a third
step 1n which the objects are heated to a surface temperature

g:g%’}%; lé/ g;é ?am@l e ig/ é?/ of about 100° C. thereby melting the powder retained on the
4009 301 2§Zh977 }E i?(eme;naét o 477 /1/ o5 surfaces by being expose the objects to infrared radiation
5305 656 3/1995 Liang Lo 427/393 and heated air; a fourth step 1n which the objects are radiated
‘731 £ 271 Al by electromagnetic radiation for inmitiating of curing of the
5,731,043 3/1998 Horinka et al. . y 2 2 &
5824373 * 10/1998 Biller et al. . owder melted to reflow over the surfaces of the objects, the
? ? / p J
FOREIGN PATENT DOCUMENTS objects simultaneous with the radiation being cooled.
0270 548 B1 * 5/1988 (EP). 28 Claims, 3 Drawing Sheets
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METHOD FOR POWDER COATING THE
SURFACE OF HEAT SENSITIVE OBJECTS

This application 1s a Continuation-In-Part application of
patent application Ser. No. 09/011,410, filed on Apr. 8, 1998
abandoned, and which was described and claimed 1n Inter-
national Application No. PCT/SE96/01004 filed Aug. 9,
1996, the disclosures of which are incorporated by refer-
ence.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a method for powder
coating and a plant for carrying out the method.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Powder coating 1s a well known method for coating of
objects 1n which one starts with a powder coating material
which 1s electrically charged and sprayed against the sur-
faces of an object, and which material 1s finally adhered and
converted to a solid state by heating to 1ts melting tempera-
ture. Since the powder consists of a plastic which 1s cured by
heating, 1t must be heated to a comparatively high
temperature, about 200° C.

This coating method may be performed on objects having
oood heat resistance and a conductive surface. However,
where the surface of an object 1s non-conductive, implying,
that the object cannot be grounded or supplied with a charge
of an opposite polarity to the charge of the powder, difli-
culties arise with getting the powder to adhere to the surface
of the object during the time between spraying and heating
the powder to the melting temperature.

The difficulty of obtaining a polarity difference between
the powder and the object, when non-conductive surfaces
are 1nvolved, has in certain processes been addressed by
cither varnishing the object with a conductive varnish, or
subjecting i1t to water so as to form a conductive moisture
layer on the surface. These methods are, however, of limited
use because of disadvantages including the additional opera-
fion and material required by varnishing, and inferior adhe-
sion as compared to powder coating on a clean surface.
Additionally, when utilizing such methods, discoloration
may occur with clear varnishes.

The addition of water may impair the adhesion of the
powder coating and can damage the object by confining the
added water beneath the coating.

A further method of getting the powder to adhere to the
surface of a non-conductive object 1s disclosed 1n Albers,
German Patent No. 3,211,282. Albers teaches heating glass
objects having good heat resistance to a temperature of
400-900° C. This causes the powder granules which impact
the object to melt and stick to the surface, making 1t possible
to bring the conversion to a homogeneous, solid state to an
end. Objects that are heat sensitive may deform when
exposed to high temperatures and cannot be treated at the
high temperature required by this method. Thus, the method
of Albers cannot be applied to heat sensitive objects such as
wood or plastic.

An object of the present invention 1s thus to provide an
apparatus and method for polymeric powder coating of heat
sensifive objects.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In accordance with the present invention, these and other
objects have now been realized by the invention of an
apparatus and method for applying polymeric powder to
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heat-sensitive objects. The temperatures may be limited to
approximately 100° C. and below. When objects having a
non-conductive surface are to be coated, the method may be
carried out without varnishing with a conductive varnish or
addition of moisture. The method of the present invention 1s
therefore suitable for coating objects made of wood or wood
based materials as fibre board, and objects made of a plastic,
which may be chosen for reasons of tenacity or cost from a
type providing the finished object with a surface having a
different look than the one possible with the construction
plastic itself. When wooden objects are concerned the coat-
Ing may be a clear varnish, which allows the structure of the
wood to stand out.

According to the invention the method comprises the
following main steps:

First, preparing a powder for the coating, the powder
having a low melting point of approximately 60-100° C. and
consisting of a polymer that may be cured by electromag-
netic radiation, and especially radiation by ultraviolet light,
at a temperature 1n the region mentioned above or lower.

Second, preparing the object so that the powder may be
retained on 1ts surface until a permanent adherence has been
achieved by melting and curing the powder. This may be
achieved 1n one or more of the following ways, depending,
upon the material and the design of the object:

Pre-heating the object to the melting temperature of the
powder, making the powder granules stick to the surface
during melting. This may be carried out whether or not the
object has a conductive surface and with the herein disclosed
powder composition at a low temperature.

Retention of the powder by means of electrostatic forces,
thus giving the powder an electric potential and the object a
potential of the opposite polarity. This may be achieved
when objects having a conductive surface are concerned.

By applying retention by means of electrostatic forces on
objects having a non-conductive surface, which thereby has
to be made conductive by a conductive varnish or by
moistening.

When preparing a non-conductive object made of humid-
ity absorbing material, the surface of the object can be made
conductive by heating the object to a temperature at which
humidity absorbed by the material 1s produced on the
surface thereby forming a conductive layer.

Third, application of the powder, preferably by spraying,
while the powder particles are electrostatically charged and
in such a way that they achieve a good distribution on the
object.

Fourth, heating to make the powder particles melt to a
leveled layer and adhere to the surfaces of the object.

Fifth, exposing the object to radiation, preferably ultra-
violet radiation, thus 1nitiating the curing process.

From this 1t 1s evident that the method may be carried out
when coating objects made of non-conductive materials.

A polanity difference between the powder and object may,
however, be valuable 1n order to get the powder distributed
over all surfaces of the object, especially 1f it has a compli-
cated configuration. Thus, the method does not require, but
does not exclude, any form of charging or neutralization of
the object. For instance, when objects made of non-
conductive material are to be coated, by applying any of the
methods herein disclosed, coating with a conductive varnish,
or moistening. Moreover, an electrostatic charge 1s attained
in certain materials when heated, a condition which may be
utilized 1n certain circumstances.

The present mnvention also comprises a plant for carrying,
out the method.
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The present invention may be more fully appreciated with
reference to the following detailed description which, in
turn, refers to the figures which show a schematic illustration
of a plant for carrying out the method according to the
invention, whereby

FIG. 1 shows the complete plant in a longitudinal section;
FIG. 2 shows the curing chamber of the plant; and

FIG. 3 shows the curing chamber in FIG. 2 1n a cross-
section along the line III—III 1n FIG. 2.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A brief description of the method according to the mnven-
tion has been disclosed 1n the introduction of the description.
The method comprises a number of main steps that will now
be described 1n greater detail for a preferred embodiment. In
the followed preferred embodiment, the main steps have
been complemented by a number of sub-steps 1n order to
adapt the method to the special requirements of the embodi-
ment.

In the following preferred embodiment, wood and wood-
based materials such as fibre board, chip board inclusive
medium density fibre board, and MDF may be powder
coated 1n accordance with the present invention.

Step I a Preparation of powder

The powder 1s composed of a polymer, and may be
pigmented or non-pigmented for a clear coating, rendering,
the underlying surface visible, something which 1s often
desired with wooden objects. A principal property of the
polymeric powder 1s that 1t should have a melting point
which 1s lower than the temperature to which the objects to

be coated with the powder should be heated. This tempera-
ture limit 1s partly decided by the properties of the material
of the object, since the structure of certain materials changes
at a relatively low temperature. For example, the structure of
certain thermoplastics changes at temperatures below 100°
C. The temperature limit 1s 1n part decided by an object’s
sensifivity to deformation when heated. This heat sensitivity
depends on the construction of the object. An object having
a compact form 1s not as easily deformed as disc-shaped or
as long slender objects. The heat sensitivity also depends on
how homogeneous the material 1n the object 1s. Certain
wood species are very sensitive to deformation when heated.

Other types of heat sensitive objects iclude products
containing heat sensitive components such as hydraulic tools
with rubber seals. The principal region for the melting point
or the softening point of the powder may be about 60-100°
C.

As can be understood by the following description, it 1s
not necessary for the object to be through-heated to the
melting temperature of the powder, but only its surface,
though to such a depth that the temperature 1s fairly uni-
formly distributed on the object. With the expression “the
melting temperature of the powder” 1t 1s not intended that the
powder material has to become fluid, but 1n many cases it 1s
suificient that 1t has reached such a degree of softening that
it 1s leveled out and adheres to the intended surface of an
object to be coated.

The fact that only the surface has to be heated and that the
temperature may be kept low 1s advantageous when powder
coating objects which certainly can endure a higher
temperature, but for which 1t 1s disadvantageous to heat to a
higher temperature. This 1s the case, for instance, when
objects of conductive material are concerned, 1n which the
heat rapidly spreads inwards. For example, solid cast 1ron
objects require a considerable heating time with large energy
consumption if methods other than the present invention are
utilized.
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Another principal property which the powder material
should possess 1s that 1ts curing can be 1nitiated by electro-
magnetic radiation. According to the present state of the art,
it is most advantageous to use ultraviolet (UV) radiation and
to adapt the polymeric powder to this. Although UV radia-
tfion 1s discussed 1n the preferred embodiment, other elec-
tromagnetic radiation may be used in accordance with the
present invention. Additionally, combinations of different
types of radiation may be useful in practicing the present
invention.

Good leveling at a low melting temperature may be
obtained because the powder 1s at least partly composed of
polymers such as polyester, 1n addition to leveling agents.

Curing by ultraviolet radiation within the wavelength
range 350—400 nm may be attained if polymers 1in a known
way are admixed with 1nitiators.

These are only examples of how these properties may be
attained and there are also other powder compositions which
may exhibit the desired properties. A clear layer which does
not conceal the underlying surface 1s obtained after curing
from a polymer powder containing no pigmentation or dyes.
If a non-transparent layer 1s desired, such as opaque, white,
black or colored, pigments or other dyestufls may be added.

Gloss of the coated surface may be controlled by means
of additives. However, such additives may also produce
changes 1n the necessary properties of low melting point and
possibility for UV curing. These factors must be taken mto
account when composing the powder and when 1implement-
ing the method.

Step II: Preparation of the object in order to retain the
powder on 1ts surface

In this step, the object to be powder coated 1s pre-heated.
The object 1s assumed to have a limited heat resistance;
typical of such are wooden objects, pressed objects such as
woodiibre-board or plastic objects, and thereby also made of
reinforced plastics and/or with a high addition of filler. The
fact that a material has a low heat resistance, such as wood
and a majority of plastics, generally also implies that 1t 1s
non-conductive. Materials having high heat resistance are
typically construction metals, which are conductive. Con-
ventional powder coating methods generally presume a
objects with a conductive surface, however the present
invention 1s not limited to such objects but may advanta-
ogeously be applied to objects having nonconductive surfaces
and no pretreatment for achieving conductive properties has
to take place. This makes the method particularly valuable.
However, as carlier mentioned, the method may also be
applied to solid objects, e.g. cast iron bodies, in order to
reduce the energy consumption for heating.

The pre-heating may be done 1n different ways: convec-
tion by heat air flow, infrared radiation, or 1n exceptional
cases, such as when plates are to be coated only on one side
heating by conduction from heated surfaces. Particularly
uselul 1s a method 1n which simultaneous heating take place
by convection of an air stream and by IR radiation. The IR
radiation gives a rapid and comparatively deep heating of
the surfaces it strikes. The air flow gives a temperature that
1s very uniformly distributed over the surfaces of the object.
This 1s also useful with objects having a very complicated
outer shape and when IR radiation does not reach all surface
seclors.

As previously mentioned in the Summary of the
Invention, one way to retain the powder in the spraying
operation 1s to pre-heat the object to a temperature so high
that the powder hitting the surface of the object will partially
melt and stick to the surface. However, this will not work
when coating heat sensitive objects which cannot be heated
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to a temperature considerably over 100° C. If the object is
pre-heated to a lower temperature this cannot be kept until
the object 1s moved to the place where the powder spraying
1s performed. If, on the other hand, the powder 1s prepared
to have a very low melting point, there will be considerable
risk that the powder particles will stick together during
storing and transport to granules 1impossible for use in the
spraying operation. Therefore, pre-heating by melting the
powder particles by the application will not work when
coating heat sensitive materials such as wood and wood-
based materials.

In another embodiment of the present invention directed
towards powder coating of materials that absorb atmo-
spheric humidity to some extent, such as wood and wood-
based materials, pre-heating 1s done but not adapted for
obtaining melting and sticking of the powder during the
spraying. In connection with the development of the inven-
fion 1t has been established that for non-conductive

materials, retaining of a powder will be obtained after
preheating if the objects are neutralized by means of ground-
ing. The effect 1s thereby that the heating will produce
humidity on the surface of the object which form condensate
making the surface conductive. To get this process work 1t
1s necessary to control certain factors: the humidity of the
product, the heating process so that condensate will be
produced, but not overheating of the object so that the
condensate will be completely vaporized. It 1s also necessary
that movement of the object to where 1t will be sprayed with
powder 1s made under such conditions that the conductive
properties will be maintained.

The pre-heating takes place in a chamber, established for
that purpose, 1n a plant where the objects to be coated may
be transported between different chambers or work stations
intended for carrying out the method steps of the present
invention. Further, see the description of the plant.

Step III Powder spraying

After preheating has been performed, if such 1s applied,
the respective objects are transported to a chamber where the
powder may be sprayed on. This 1s conveniently accom-
plished by means of spray guns, a arranged in such a way
that the surfaces which are to be coated may be struck by the
powder. The guns are also arranged to charge the powder
with an electrostatic charge. It 1s previously known to use a
high voltage driven charging device, so that the powder,
during its journey through the spraying equipment, is
charged by friction against walls made of material adapted
for that purpose. The charge will make the powder granules
repel each other, whereby particle clouds can be attained to
encompass the object.

The spraying has to be performed in a controlled envi-
ronment. As previously mentioned, the temperature cannot
be too high because low-melting powder 1s very sensitive to
being sticky so that larger granules will be formed. The
temperature range should be about 10—40° C., and prefer-
ably about 15-25° C. in the spraying chamber. A tempera-
ture near the common room-temperature, about 20° C. or
even lower, may also be preferred. It 1s also important to
control the humidity of the air. The relative humidity should
be 1n the range of 20-80 percent relative humidity, and
preferably about 50-60 percent 1n the spraying chamber.

For an object that 1s not heat sensitive, the temperature
may be maintained at least as high as the melting or
softening temperature of the powder until the spraying step.
The particles will arrive 1n a tacky state and be deposited on
the surface of the object when they impact the object- In this
manner, the respective objects receive a covering, but with-
out reflow and uncured, layer of the polymer-based coating
material.
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To preheat the object to a temperature so that the powder
melts at the spraying will be very difficult or impossible and
cannot be done when powder coating heat sensitive material
such as wood-based materials. The above described retain-
ing process will, therefore, only be applicable under certain
conditions where 1t 1s possible to heat the object to a
temperature much over 100° C.

If pre-heating 1s done to a temperature considerably over
the mentioned temperature adapted to the spraying
operation, 1t 1s necessary to divide the pre-heating and
spraying chambers by means of an airlock so that heated air
from the pre-heating chamber will not reach the spraying
chamber to such an extent that i1t will disturb the spraying
Process.

If pre-heating to the melting temperature of the powder
cannot be done, the retaining of the powder has to be
accomplished by utilizing electrostatic forces by charging or
crounding the object. Charging can be accomplished by
exposing the object to an electrostatic field which preferably
1s made before the object reaches the spraying chamber.

If neutralization by grounding should be used it 1s, as
mentioned before, necessary that the surface of the object
has conductive properties, which can be done by conductive
varnish damping. A preferred method for atmospheric
humidity absorbing materials 1s the herein described pre-
heating adapted to produce condensate on the surface of the
object. When neutralization 1s utilized, 1t 1s necessary that
the objects are grounded when they are passing the spraying
operation. Preferably, this can be done by having the con-
veying means 1n contact with the objects.

Step IV: Heating to the melting temperature of the powder

As 1s evident from the earlier description, heating takes
place after the application of the powder. Through heating,
the powder granules flow together 1n order to form a uniform
layer. If the temperature on the object has been kept low,
because 1t must not be exposed to a higher temperature, this
post-heating must be performed 1n such a way that the
applied layer i1s heated sufficiently while the underlying
object shall be heated as little as possible. Accordingly, the
heating may be undertaken by means of a rapid process
involving IR radiation, conveniently 1n combination with a
heated air flow 1n a short process. This heating by means of
IR radiation and heated air will be further described herein.
Complementary step: Intermediate tempering,

Curing through UV radiation now remains in order to
obtain a fimished coating. At least in certain cases it may,
however, be desirable to adjust the condition of the applied,
sticky coating layer. Such an adjustment of the layer may be
done by means of cooling.

In certain cases there might be a risk that after heating the
layer reaches such a fluent state that there 1s a risk of running
and drop-forming at protruding edges because of continued
heating by means of conduction from the heated object. In
order to prevent this, cooling may be undertaken, thus
lowering the temperature which was necessary for melting
the powder particles, to a temperature where the formed
layer obtains a more solid state.

Step V: Curing,

When conventional powder coating 1s concerned, as ear-
lier mentioned, the polymerization of the powder material 1s
done by means of heating, as a rule 1n a convection oven.
The heating thereby at first leads to a fusion of the material
while the powder granules are 1nitially retained by means of
clectrostatic forces. After this, the curing, which 1s 1nitiated
by the heating, takes place.

The present method 1s aimed at carrying out the process
at such a low temperature that no curing will be attained by
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the heating or, 1n any case, would require such a long time
after mitiation that 1t would be unfeasible in an industrial
Process.

Accordingly, the curing must be accomplished 1n another
way; that 1s, by means of initiation of the curing process by
ultraviolet radiation. Under Step I, it has been described how
the powder material 1s prepared for such a curing.

The curing should take place at different UV wavelengths,
depending on how the powder 1s pigmented and which
photoinitiator has been added. A UV spectrum situated 1n the
lower region, 250-350 nm, 1s convenient, whereby it 1is
assumed that a photoinitiator which absorbs within this
range 1s utilized. There are also lamps having a maximum at
350400 nm and at 400—450 nm and there are also photo-
initiators which absorb at these large wavelengths. One may
also pigment a UV-curing powder coating 1n many different
ways. The pigment must 1n all cases be adapted to the right
photoinitiator and lamp.

High intensity lamps may 1imply that 1t 1s easier to cure
thick layers and to increase the curing rate. The object which
1s to be cured does not have to be 1n focus but the intensity
at a certain distance might be sufficient. This 1s especially
evident when a clear coating 1s concerned, however, for
pigmented systems it 1s more important that the intensity be
as high as possible.

The UV curing takes place 1n a curing chamber adapted
for that purpose. The objects are brought into the curing
chamber after the powder spraying and the optional inter-
mediate tempering. In the curing chamber, a number of UV
radiators are arranged from which the radiation should reach
all coated surfaces of the object. For certain objects having
a complicated shape and a coating on many different sides,
special layouts may be necessary. Thus, 1t may be necessary
to arrange a large number of UV radiators directed in
different ways. The UV radiators may be complemented
with mirrors for redirecting the radiation at new angles. The
UV rays could also be made to move around the respective
objects. Optionally, the objects may be rotated or moved 1n
another way 1n front of the radiation sources.

When the radiation strikes the coating layer, the mitiator
system of the material will start the polymerization. It 1s
thereby possible to conduct this very rapidly; times as fast as
2 seconds are possible. The short processing time 1n relation
to the time for heat curing offers important advantages 1n
industrial production such as a faster flow-through of work
pieces and a reduced length of the plant in relation to what
1s necessary for a curing oven.

In most cases cooling may take place simultancously with
the UV radiation. By means of an adapted cooling, the
temperature during the curing may be prevented from reach-
ing disadvantageously high numbers because of energy
contribution from the flow of heated objects, and particu-
larly because the lamps for the UV radiation will also emit
IR radiation. Such cooling during the UV radiation 1is
assumed 1n the present embodiment, further see the descrip-
tion of the plant.

After Step V and a possible cooling down to room
temperature, the process according to the method 1s termi-
nated and the objects have obtained a cured coating.
Accordingly, all advantages which are associated with pow-
der coating, namely the possibility of achieving larger layer
thickness and higher mechanical resistance, as compared to
wet painting, have been reached. The method 1s also very
environmentally friendly since no solvents need be used,
and because powder, which 1n the spraying step has not
struck the object, may be collected 1n the spraying chamber
in order to be reused.
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The attached drawings show a plant wherein the method
steps of the present imvention may be carried out 1n a
rational, industrial process.

Referring to the drawings, 1n which like reference numer-
als reflect like elements thereof, FIG. 1 shows a plant having
the form of a tunnel 1 through which the objects 2 which are
to be treated may be brought by means of a suspended
conveyor 3, the transporting portion of which travels 1n a
direction from the left to the right 1n the figure. The tunnel
1 1s shown 1n a longitudinal cross-section. It 1s thus evident
that 1t 1s divided 1nto a number of compartments among them
four chambers, each being adapted for the realization of one
of Steps II-V: pre-heating, spraying, heating and curing.
Preparation of the powder, Step I, 1s not included 1n the plant
because the powder 1s assumed to be added 1n a state of
preparation ready for use in the plant.

Preparing the objects for retention of the powder, Step I,
1s 1n the preferred embodiment presupposed to be made by
preheating 1n a pre-heating chamber 5. This chamber exhib-
its radiators 6 for infrared light. It may also be provided with
inlet openings 7 for heated air from a combined heating and
blower set (not shown).

In one embodiment, directed towards powder coating of
heat sensitive, atmospheric humidity absorbing materials,
the pre-heating has to be controlled very carefully as pre-
viously described. Therefore, the pre-heating chamber 1s
adapted to give the objects a heating intensity and passing,
time during the moving by the conveyor so that humidity
will be produced as condensate on the surfaces of the
objects. It has been shown that heating by means of infrared
light emitting radiators will give the best result. It 1s thereby
possible to adapt the heating of the objects shape and volume
and the transport velocity so that condensate will be pro-
duced on the surfaces of the objects but will not be com-
pletely vaporized by means of overheating. Heating by
heated air could result 1in drying of the surfaces so they will
no longer be conductive. Therefore, the pre-heating chamber
S5 may only be provided with IR emitting radiators. If the
humidity absorbing material has been stored for some time
in an atmosphere with at least 40 percent relative humadity,
the content of moisture will 1n most cases be sufficient for
forming the condensate layer necessary for retaining the
powder.

An airrlock 7 1s provided after the pre-heating chamber.
The airlock consists of a chamber 1n which hot air escaping
from the pre-heating chamber 5 1s evacuated by means of
ventilation openings 8.

A spraying chamber 9 1s provided after the airlock 7.
Inside the spraying chamber 9, there are placed a number of
spray guns 10 which via hoses 12, are connected to a powder
container 13. The spray guns may, as shown, each be
furnished with several spray nozzles 15. By means of a
pressurized air driven system, the powder from the container
13 may be sucked up through the hose 12 to the respective
oun 10 1n order to be sprayed out by means of the nozzles
15. In this context, 1t 1s assumed that inside the spray guns
there are channels made of a material, for example,
polytetrafluoroethylene, which because of friction between
the walls and the powder lends the powder an electrostatic
charge. Optionally or supplementary, the guns may be
provided with charging surfaces which are supplied with
high voltage electrical current.

The climate 1n the spraying chamber 9 1s controlled so that
the temperature will be about 10-40° C., and preferably
15-25° C., and the relative humidity about 20-80 percent,
and preferably 50-60 percent relative humidity. This 1s
accomplished by means of airlocks on both sides of the
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spraying chamber 9, the before mentioned airlock 7 pre-
venting hot air from escaping imto the spraying chamber 9
from the pre-heating chamber § and a further airlock 11 after
the spraying chamber 9. If the plant 1s working in an
environment where the temperature and humidity are not
within the mentioned limits, the spraying chamber 9 has to
be provided with temperature and humidity control means.

After the airlock 11 1s a heating chamber 18. The heating
chamber 18 i1s provided with both inlet openings 19 for
heated air from heating and blowing means, and with
infrared light emitting radiator 20. It 1s important that the
objects will reach a temperature adapted to melt the powder
retained by the objects without heating the material of the
objects to a temperature at which the objects are damaged.
For heat sensitive objects, the powder coating of which the
plant 1s appropriate for, the temperature may be about 100°
C. and very well distributed over all surfaces coated by the
powder. It 1s also important that the heating and thereby the
melting of the powder will by accomplished as fast as
possible. The speed of the conveyor has to be adapted to the
spraying operation and a short heating time 1n the heating
chamber 18 will result in a short chamber and thereby a less
space for containing the plant.

IR radiation provides an intense heating, but tends to
overheat some portions of objects, e.g., thin areas, edges and
points, while thicker portions not will reach the pre-decided
temperature. Therefore, the air blown on the objects will
level out the temperature differences by cooling the over-
heated portions, and further heating the underheated por-
tions. The air blown into the heating chamber 18 may have
a temperature about or less than the pre-determined end
temperature of the surfaces of the objects. A blowing and
heating apparatus 19, 20 1s provided for supply of heated air
in the heating chamber 18. The heated air may be recircu-
lated to save energy.

Another airlock 24 follows the heating chamber 18 for
collecting hot air escaping from the heating chamber 18.

A curing chamber 22 follows airlock 24 for Step V, the
curing step. A number of radiators 1n elongated tube shape
for UV radiation are inserted mnto the curing chamber 22. As
previously mentioned, mirrors for redirecting radiation may
also be placed 1n the curing chamber 22. The walls of the
curing chamber 22 may also be reflective.

In order to keep the temperature constant or to allow
cooling, the curing chamber 22 has inlet openings for air
from a blowing apparatus 25. This air may be collected
partly from a return line 26 from the curing chamber, and
partly from an inlet 27 from a source of air with a tempera-
ture corresponding to or lower than the lowest temperature
which 1s assumed to be required from the cooling air through
the openings. This source may be the ambient atmosphere 1t
the ambient temperatures are sufficiently low, or air from a
refrigerating machine. For example, an air temperature in
the range of about 5—40° C. and preferably about 15-25° C.
1s contemplated. Furthermore, there i1s an outlet 28 for air
from the curing chamber, in case the discharged air 1s not
completely going 1n return and 1n through the openings, but
1s completely or partially replaced by air from the inlet 26.
The proportions, between return air supplied through the
openings and fresh air from the inlet 26 are controlled by a
thermostat-controlled throttle 1n order to keep the tempera-
ture 1nside the chamber constant at the temperature most
suitable for the process.

For heat sensitive objects, 1t 1s very important that they are
protected from being overheated. It 1s desirable that the
objects will not be heated to a temperature over the tem-
perature necessary for melting the powder and 1t 1s best 1f the
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objects are cooled to a temperature at which the melted
power has been solidified and 1s forming an even coating on
the objects. On the other hand, it 1s advantageous if the
temperature 1s not too low during the subsequent radiation
curing because the molecules of the polymer have increased
movability at higher temperatures which facilitate the poly-
merization initiated by the radiation. Therefore, the tem-
perature of the coating and the surface layer over the objects
may have a temperature in the range of 15-50° C., and
preferably about 20-30° C. Such cooling after heating in the
heating chamber 18 1s done by providing the airlock 24 with
ventilation means blowing air the temperature which 1s
adapted to cool the objects to the desired temperature.

It cannot be avoided that heat 1s accumulated during the
continuous coating process, giving rise to a heat increase
which has to be controlled, since the heated objects which
arec brought 1n provide a continuous heat contribution.
Simultaneously 1t cannot be avoided that the radiators 19
emit a certain waste energy 1n the form of IR radiation and
the UW radiation itself provides an energy contribution.

The one wall of the after the airlock and cooling chamber
24 following the curing chamber 22 i1s shown 1 FIG. 2 m
larger scale than 1n FIG. 1, and in a more detailed 1llustra-
tion.

On a wall of the curing chamber 22 shown in FIG. 2, two
radiation devices 29 are mounted. On the opposite wall of
the curing chamber formed in the tunnel-shaped coating
plant two further radiation devices are mounted so that the
objects 2 to be treated will pass between the two arrange-
ments of radiation devices when conveyed through the
tunnel-shaped coating plant. The radiation devices are elon-
cated and mounted 1n an oblique angle relative to the
moving direction. Thereby the objects will be more con-
tinuously exposed to the radiation compared to an arrange-
ment with the devices being mounted transverse to the
moving direction.

Each device 29, as shown i FIG. 3, which 18 a cross-
section of the device along the line III—III mn FIG. 2,
comprises an elongated tube 30 being the emitting element.
In one embodiment, the tube 1s an ultraviolet radiation
emitting lamp. A reflector 31 1s mounted 1in a housing 32
behind the tube 30 which 1s rotatable around shafts 33 and
34 having their axes coaxial to the tube 30. The housing 32
1s 1n turn mounted 1nto an airbox 36 attached to the wall 41
of the chamber. The airbox has openings 37 1n front of each
of the tube housing. Air deflectors 38 are provided at each
of the openings 37. The airbox 36 1s connected to a blowing
apparatus 25. The blowing apparatus 1s provided to blow air
into the airbox 36 and out through the openings 37 in front
of the respective tubes 30. The temperature of the air should
be relatively low. Room-temperature, around 20° C. or
somewhat lower, 1s suitable. If necessary, the blowing appa-
ratus will mnclude cooling means provided to produce air
with the pre-decided temperature.

In FIGS. 2 and 3 the rotatable housing 32 1s shown 1n 1ts
working position 1in which the tube 30 1s emitting the
radiation through the opening 37 of the airbox towards the
object directly and reflected from the retflector 31. As
mentioned, the housing 32 1s rotatable and by rotation of the
housing it can be turned 180° so that the radiation will be
directed towards the back wall of the airbox 36 mounted on
the chamber wall. The rotation can be activated by means of
pneumatic motors 42.

As evident from FIG. 2 there are a number of air nozzles
43 provided in the wall of the chamber and also in the
opposite wall of the chamber. These air nozzles are con-
nected to the blowing apparatus 25 and are directed so that
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the air blown out will hit the passing objects after they have
passed the radiation devices 29.

When carrying out the method in the described plant the
objects are suspended 1n turn on the transporting portion of
the conveyor 3. At first the objects are brought 1n turn into
the pre-heating chamber 5. Consequently, the conveyor
moves with a speed adapted to the length of time required
for the treatment step 1n order to thereby achieve a sufficient
dwell time in the respective chambers. In the pre-heating
chamber 3, the objects are exposed to IR radiation from the
radiators 6. This leads to heating which 1s well distributed
over the surface of the objects. If objects that are not heat
sensitive are to be treated, the heating may be done at
temperatures high enough to obtain the retention of the

powder by melting the powder 1n the spraying step.

In embodiments directed towards coating heat sensitive
humidity absorbing material such as wooden and wood
based products, the heating has to be limited so that the
objects will produce moisture condensing at the surfaces,
but not heated to the extent that this condensate will

vaporize, thus leaving the surfaces dry.

As described before, preparing of the objects for retaining
the powder 1n the spraying step has to be adapted to each
kind of object and its material. Therefore, the pre-heating,
chamber § can be provided for processes in addition to
heating such as those previously described.

After the objects have passed the air lock 7, the powder
spraying 1s performed 1n the spraying chamber 9. It should
be evident from the preceding description how this 1s
performed with the aid of the spray guns 10. These generally
have to be adapted to the object 1n question, when 1t comes
to their positions and often also to their design, for instance
the number of nozzles. In certain cases, it might be necessary
to suspend the spray guns in a movable way, making them
execute a movement pattern during the spraying.

After the airlock 11 protecting the spraying chamber 9
from being influenced from heat 1n the heating chamber 18,
the objects will reach heating chamber 18 for heating to
reflow and sticking of the powder on the surfaces of the
objects. As described 1n the foregoing, the heating is effected
by means of both IR radiation, which will give a rapid
heating, and by blowing air heated to about the decided end
temperature of the objects surfaces, which will equalize the
temperature over the surfaces. Thereby, a rapid heating will
be accomplished without any risk of underheating or over-
heating of certain portions of the objects.

In the airlock 24 the heated air escaping from the heating
chamber 18 will be blown back to this chamber and cooler
air 1s blown around the objects 1n order to stabilize the
melted powder layer and for preventing overheating in the
next step, the radiation curing.

In the curing chamber 22, finally, curing 1s initiated by
means of radiation from the UW radiators 29. After the
irradiation or 1n connection therewith, a certain curing time
may be necessary, and the curing chamber 22 i1s conve-
niently extended 1n such a way that the layer i1s stabilised
when the objects leave the chamber.

As 1s evident from the description of the curing chamber
22, 1t may be necessary to control the temperature during a
continuous manufacturing process by means of cooling. It 1s
especially important to control the temperature 1n the curing
chamber 22. The radiation means, 1n the embodiment the
tubes 29, will produce by sides the UV radiation for initia-
tion of the curing and also IR radiation effecting heating of
the objects. Therefore the UV radiation 1s effected by
simultaneous cooling by air from the airbox 36 by means of
the deflectors 38 directed towards the objects 1n the areas

which are UV radiated from the tube 30.
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The unintended heating i1n the curing chamber 22 1s
controlled, so that the objects not will be damaged, by
cooling and by limiting radiation exposure time. This time
depends on the velocity with which the objects are passing
the radiation when being conveyed. If, for some reason, the
conveyor 3 should stop, heat sensitive objects may be
seriously damaged. Switching off the electric current will
not be sufficient 1in such a situation because the IR radiation
not will stop immediately. Another reason to make the UV
radiation devices rotatable 1s that for some types of UV
lamps the life will be decreased for each switch ofl.
Therefore, a shadowing of the lamps may be preferable for
economical reasons.

In order to prevent every risk for overheating the arrange-
ment described with the rotatable housing for the tube is
provided. If the conveyor stops or conveying velocity
decreases, the motors 42 will be activated and rotate the
housing 32 180° so that the radiation will be directed
towards the back wall of the airbox 36 and no radiation will
reach the object. The same activation of the motors 42 may
also be effected if the blowing of cooling air stops. As
mentioned, the motors 42 are of the pneumatic type. Their
function will thereby not depend on supply of electric
current. It 1s presumed that the conveyor, as well as the
blowing apparatus, are driven by electrical energy. If the
energy supply breaks down and the conveyor and blowing
apparatus stop, this will not interfere with the function of the
pneumatic motors and they will effect the rotation of the tube
housing.

The herein described method and plant for coating of heat
sensifive objects are described as a preferred embodiment
and further an embodiment of certain interest. However,
other embodiments may be included within the scope of the
attached claims. In the preamble 1t has been mentioned that
the retention of the powder applied on the surface of the
object may be take place in other, known ways than by a
preheating of the objects. In cases concerning objects with
a conductive surface, the sticking of the powder onto the
objects may very conveniently be done by means of elec-
trostatic forces, while the melting of the powder which 1s
necessary for the process 1n that case 1s achieved by means
of a post-heating without requiring the objects to be pre-
heated.

Consequently, the method as well as the plant may be
adapted 1 a multitude of different ways to the prevailing
requirements and the types of objects which are to be
treated, and to the material of these. Common to all its
embodiments 1s, however, that a fusion of a powder, which
1s fusible at a low temperature, 1s applied, thus bringing
about the formation of a polymer layer on the surface of the
respective objects which are to be coated, whereafter the
curing takes place by means of radiation without any sub-
stantial temperature increase. Throughout the process a
temperature 1s thus maintained which 1s considerably lower
than that which has earlier been practiced within the field.

Although the 1nvention herein has been described with
reference to particular embodiments, it 1s to be understood
that these embodiments are merely 1llustrative of the prin-
cipals and applications to the present mnvention. It 1s there-
fore to be understood that numerous modifications may be
made to the 1llustrative embodiments and that other arrange-
ments may be devised without departing from the spirit and
scope of the present invention as defined by the appended
claims.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. Method for powder coating the surfaces of objects with
polymeric powder having a melting temperature less than
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about 100° C., said polymeric powder including a polymer
curable under the mfluence of electromagnetic radiation,
said method comprising the steps of:

performing a first step 1n which said objects to be coated
are prepared to retain said polymeric powder charged
with static electricity;

performing a second step 1n which said objects are
sprayed with said polymeric powder charged with static
clectricity in an atmosphere with the temperature 1n the
range of about 10—-40° C. and about 20-80 percent
relative humidity;

performing a third step in which said polymeric powder
coated objects are heated by exposure to infrared
radiation to a surface temperature of said objects of no
greater than about 100° C. thereby melting the poly-

meric powder retained on the objects and by heated air
directed towards said objects, said heated air and said
infrared radiation having a temperature adapted to

maintain the surface of said objects at no greater than
about 100° C.; and

performing a fourth step in which the objects are irradi-
ated by electromagnetic radiation for initiating the
curing of the heated polymeric powder 1 said third
step, and cooling said objects simultaneous with said
clectromagnetic radiation by flowing air having a tem-
perature of about 5° C. to 40° C. for maintaining the
objects at a temperature below the melting temperature
of said powder thereby compensating for the heating of
said objects from said electromagnetic radiation.

2. The method as claimed in claim 1, wheremn said
temperature in said second step is about 15-25° C.

3. The method as claimed 1n claim 1, wheremn said
humidity 1n said second step 1s about 40-50 percent.

4. The method as claimed i claim 1, wherein said
temperature of flowing air in said fourth step 1s about 15-25°
C.

5. The method as claimed in claim 1, further including
performing a fifth step for further cooling said objects by
means of blowing air having a temperature of about 10° C.
to 40° C. towards said objects.

6. The method as claimed 1n claim 1, wherein said objects
in said first step are heated 1n an atmosphere having a
predetermined relative humidity.

7. The method as claimed 1n claim 1, wherein said objects
in said first step are heated to a temperature less than about
100° C.

8. Method for powder coating the surfaces of heat sensi-
five objects having properties to absorb humidity waith
polymeric powder having a melting temperature less than
about 100° C., said polymeric powder including a polymer
curable under the influence of ultraviolet radiation, said
method comprising:

conditioning said objects by storing said objects 1n an
atmosphere having a predetermined relative humidity;

pre-heating said objects by infrared radiation until the
temperature measured at the surface of said objects has
reached about 40° C. to 85° C. while retaining moisture
thereon;

spraying said objects 1n an atmosphere having an air
temperature of about 10° C. to 40° C. with said
polymeric powder which 1s charged with static
clectricity, wherein said objects are grounded so that
said polymeric powder will be retained at the surface ot
saild objects by means of electrostatic forces, the
grounded objects having electrical conducting proper-
ties resulting from said moisture produced on the
surface of said objects during the pre-heating;
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heating said polymeric powder coated objects to a tem-
perature at which said polymeric powder melts and
sticks to said objects, said heating performed by simul-
taneously using infrared radiation and blowing air
heated to a pre-determined temperature to maintain the
surface temperature of said polymeric powder coated
objects at no greater than about 100° C.; and
curing said polymeric powder by exposing said objects
coated with the melted polymeric powder to UV radia-
tion while simultaneously blowing air against the sur-
face of said objects exposed to said radiation, said air
having a temperature of about 5° C. to 40° C., whereby
the temperature of the polymeric powder during said
curing 1s maintained at a temperature not substantially
exceeding the melting temperature of said polymeric
powder.

9. The method as claimed 1n claim 8, wherein said objects
are stored 1n an atmosphere of about 40 percent humidity for
conditioning.

10. The method as claimed 1n claim 8, wherein said
objects are pre-heated until the temperature measured at the
surface of said objects has reached about 50-60° C.

11. The method as claimed in claim 8, wherein said
spraying of said objects 1s performed 1n an atmosphere
having air temperature of about 15-25° C.

12. The method as claimed 1n claim 8, wherein said air
while curing said polymeric powder is about 15-25° C.

13. Method for powder coating the surfaces of objects
with polymeric powder having a melting temperature below
about 100° C., said polymeric powder including a polymer
curable under the influence of electromagnetic radiation,
said method comprising preparing said objects to retain the
polymeric powder at a first station; spraying the polymeric
powder at a second station onto said objects prepared to
retain said polymeric powder to provide a coating layer of
polymeric powder; directing a stream of heated air towards
saild objects and generating infrared radiation directed
towards the surfaces of said objects 1n a third station for
heating at least the surface of said objects to about the
melting temperature of the polymeric powder to melt the
coating layer of polymeric powder on said objects; and
curing the coating layer of the polymeric powder in a fourth
station by exposure to electromagnetic radiation.

14. The method according to claim 13, wherein the
melting and softening temperature of said polymeric powder
is between 60—100° C.

15. The method according to claim 13, further including
directing a stream of air towards said objects during said
curing, wherein the temperature of the air 1s controlled to
keep said coating layer of polymeric powder below the
flowing temperature of the polymeric powder.

16. The method according to claim 13, wherein said
preparing said objects comprises heating said objects 1n said
first station.

17. The method according to claam 16, wherein said
objects are heated to a surface temperature of less than about
100° C.

18. The method according to claam 13, wherein said
objects are sprayed with said polymeric powder 1n an
atmosphere having a temperature of about 10—40° C.

19. The method according to claim 18, wherein said
atmosphere has a relative humidity of about 20-80%.

20. Method for powder coating the surfaces of objects
with polymeric powder having a melting temperature less
than about 100° C., said polymeric powder including a
polymer curable under the influence of electromagnetic
radiation, said method comprising;:




US 6,319,562 B1

15

preparing said objects to be coated for retaining said
polymeric powder;

spraying said objects with said polymeric powder having,
an eclectrostatic charge 1n a first conditioned atmo-
sphere;

melting said polymer powder retained on said objects by
heating said polymer powder by exposure to infrared
radiation and by simultaneously directing heated air
towards said objects, said heated air and said infrared

radiation having a temperature adapted to maintain the
temperature of said objects less than about 100° C.;

irradiating said objects with electromagnetic radiation for
initiating the curing of the heated polymeric powder
and simultaneous cooling said objects by flowing con-
ditioned air over said objects, whereby said objects are
maintained at a temperature below the melting tem-
perature of said polymer powder thereby compensating
for the heating of said objects from said electromag-
netic radiation.

21. The method of claim 20, further including cooling said
objects after said radiating by blowing air having a tem-
perature of about 10° C. to 40° C. towards said objects.

22. The method of claim 20, wherein said conditioned air
has a temperature of about 5° C. to 40° C.

23. The method of claim 20, wherein said conditioned
atmosphere comprises a temperature 1n the range of about
1040° C. and about 20-80 percent relative humidity.

24. The method as claimed 1n claim 22, wherein said
objects are stored in an atmosphere of about 40 percent
humadaity.

25. Method for powder coating the surfaces of heat
sensitive objects having the property to absorb humidity
with polymeric powder having a melting temperature less
than about 100° C., said polymeric powder including a
polymer curable under the influence of electromagnetic
radiation, said method comprising;:

storing said objects having a surface 1n an atmosphere
having a predetermined relative humidity, whereby said
objects absorb moisture from said atmosphere;
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pre-heating said objects by infrared radiation until the
temperature at the surface of said objects has reached
about 40° C. to 85° C. while retaining moisture thereon;

ogrounding said objects so that said polymeric powder will
be retamned at the surface of said objects by means of
clectrostatic forces, the grounded objects having elec-
trical conducting properties resulting from the moisture
produced on the surface of said objects during said
pre-heating;

spraying said grounded objects in an atmosphere having,
an air temperature of about 10° C. to 40° C. with said
polymeric powder having an electrostatic charge;

heating said polymeric powder coated objects to a tem-
perature at which said polymeric powder melts by
simultaneously using infrared radiation and blowing air
having a pre-determined temperature to maintain the
temperature of said objects at less than about 100° C.;
and

curing said polymeric powder by exposing said polymeric
powder coated objects to electromagnetic radiation
while simultaneously blowing air against the surface of
said objects, whereby the temperature of the polymeric
powder during said curing 1s maintained at a tempera-
ture not substantially exceeding the melting tempera-
ture of said polymeric powder.

26. The method as claimed i claim 25, wherein said

objects are pre-heated until the temperature measured at the
surface of said objects has reached about 50-60° C.

27. The method as claimed i claim 25, wherein said
spraying of said objects 1s performed 1n an atmosphere

having air temperature of about 15-25° C.
28. The method as claimed i claim 25, wherein said

blowing air while curing said polymeric powder has a
temperature of about 15-25° C.
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Lines 21-22, “The one wall of the after the airlock and cooling chamber 24 following
the curing chamber 22 18 shown in FIG. 2 1n” should read -- One wall of the curing
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Line 46, “housing” should read -- housings --.
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